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ABSTRACT

DEVELOPMENT OF AN IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE FOR
LITERATURE CIRCLES FROM TEACHER LED TO
STUDENT LED IN AN UPPER ELEMENTARY
CLASSROOM

By
Brandon C. DeBritz
July 2005

The focus of this project was to review the available literature on the topic of
literature circles from the framework of a balanced literacy program and to create
materials to be used by intem1ediate elementary teachers for implementing student
led literature circles into their reading curriculum. The results of the research show
that through specific teacher guidance, children are empowered with choices and are
provided with opportunities to dialog with classmates in a context of creating
connections. The project includes an instrnctional framework to establish literature
circles, a progression of teacher led to student led applications, and intermediate
literature book selections for use with literature circles.
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Chapter One
Background of the Project

Introduction
Effective reading and writing instruction requires components of a balanced
literacy program that occur on a daily basis. Teachers being able to focus student
learning and motivate their desire to achieve on a consistent basis require active
efforts in instruction (Chambers, 2000). One way that this is achieved is through
student participation in discussion. Literature circles are an instructional strategy that
actively invites this participation.
Student led literature circles consist of a small group of readers that come
together to share a common piece of literature that they have previously read. They
meet in regular intervals and actively participate in discourse and discussion (Bryan,
Parker, & Reutzel, 2003). Participants will typically read selections independently
and develop thoughtful, open-ended questions that they think of while reading. When
students come together, they use journal responses, questions, sketches, and pictures
to involve themselves in the discussion. These literature circles allow children to
develop an authentic conversation that creates individual meaning and understanding
within this small group context (Daniels, 2002 & Daniels, 2003).
To get to this authentic student discourse, literature circles are initiated with
the teacher facilitating discussions for the whole class with a book that all are reading.
Students learn how to talk about literature and have an opportunity to be apart of a
successful large group discussion. Groups are then reduced in size and individuals
are able to practice certain literature circle roles to aid in the discussion (Morris and
1
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Perlenfein, 2003). The teacher may assist in facilitating the discussion but does not
lead it. The progression continues forward with less and less teacher facilitation and
more observation as groups develop authentic discussion skills. Students are offered
a variety of books choices to select from and discuss with the group. Groups
eventualiy choose a novel of interest and set the course for discussion while the
teacher observes and maintains a comprehension rich environment (Fountas & Pinell,
2001; Morris & Perlenfein, 2003; Keegan & Shrake, 1991).

Purpose
The purpose of this project is to support teachers within their balanced literacy
programs by providing direction for implementing student led literature circles into
their upper elementary classroom. This support takes the fonn of a teacher's guide
with materials that address fourth, fifth, and sixth grade classrooms. The information
and material provided is for those that have a desire to utilize the concept of literature
circles as part of their integration of reading and writing. This guide has an intended
progression for literature circles to move from teacher led and directed to a student
facilitated discussion.

Significance of the Project
Schools in South Kitsap County are placing a stronger emphasis in the
application ofliterature discussion within elementary school education. Exposing
children to a rich variety of meaningfol text is something that literature discussions
encourage. However, there is a lack of available guidance and support to assist
teachers in implementing student led literature discussions into a balanced literacy
program. An effect of this is a lack of meaningful discussion and opportunities to
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increase comprehension. Tools and suggested structures are two items that this
author believes are missing for teachers to feel empowered to utilize this instructional
practice. If teachers have clearer guidance and specific materials so they feel
comfortable in facilitating their students into authentic, self-directed discussions of
literature, this practice will hopefully become common place in the classroom.
Limitations
1. This project is directed toward teachers of fourth, fifth, and/or sixth grade who

have tried to develop literature circles and want to be able to guide their
students into self-led literature circles.
2. Literature circles do not replace effective literacy instmction. Rather, this is
one tool to use in a balanced literacy program.
3. Classroom climate and teacher comfort level will dictate to what stage of a
literature discussion each group may progress.
4. The roles identified for students to use in discussions are viewed as starting
places for students to divulge into discussion. These are general roles that
should be phased out as literature discussions strengthen.
5. Recommended trade books and their themes are site specific to Mullenix
Ridge Elementary School and the individual teacher will need to use his/her
professional judgment when selecting appropriate literature and themes for
students.
Definition of Terms
Balanced Literacy. Balanced literacy is a multi-component reading and
writing approach that addresses specific skills training with whole language
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application. Reading and writing aloud, shared reading and writing, guided reading
and writing, and independent reading and writing are the eight elements that make up
a balance ofliteracy instruction (Gunning, 2002).

Discussion Roles. Discussion roles, or role sheets are a "jumping-off place in
literature circles" ( Katz & Kuby, 2002, p.42). They are a catylist to model and learn
traits of a literature discussion. Discussion roles highlight specific aspects of a
natural, authentic discussion that students can respond from to duplicate true, natural
discussion. They are also used as a way for teachers to have accountability for
individual students work.

Flexible Grouping. Flexible grouping is also sometimes referred to as
heterogeneous grouping. This is a preference of grouping students frequently with
various participants and purposes. Groups are not selected by ability but rather for
diversity or variety (Routman, 2000).

Independent Reading. "Students read individually and silently, typically
selecting their own texts, sometimes with teacher guidance" (Fountas & Pinnell,
2001, p.17). This type of individual reading will be preceded by a mini lesson or
expectation to apply when reading. The reading will then be proceeded by a
discussion or evaluation of what transpired during the reading time.

Literature Circles. Literature circles are small, peer led discussion groups
where students get to select their own reading materials and small temporary groups
are formed, based on the book choice. Different groups will read different books and
groups meet on a regular, predictable schedule to discuss their reading. Students use
written or drawn notes to guide both their reading and discussion. The discussion
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topics come from the students and the group meetings focus on being open, natural
conversations about books. The teacher serves as a facilitator, not a member of the
group and his/her evaluation is made by observation. When books or selected
readings are finished, individual members will share with their classmates and new
groups wi!l then form around new book choices (Daniels, 2002).

Response Journals. Response journals, or response logs are notebooks/bound
journals that students use during or after reading a selection of reading to record their
thoughts, feelings, and predictions. Journals are an effective and natural way to
personally connect with reading and writing. These personal reflections are a key
element for "promoting a discussion of divergent responses in a literature discussion"
(Cunningham & Allington, 1999, p.114).

Chapter Two
Review of Literature

J11troductio11
"Those who read more, and with more purpose and satisfaction, succeed more
all the way around" (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001 p. 3). With increased demands for
academic growth from students "the most fundamental responsibility of schools is
teaching students to read" (Moats, 1999, p. 20). For teachers, there is a constant
urging to push students into becoming avid, lifelong readers (California Department
of Education, 1996; Daniels, 2002; Fountas & Pinell, 2001).
There is an enlarging amount of evidence and research that supports the
application of literature circles in reading programs to increase student learning and
reading ability (Daniels, 2002; Fountas & Pinell, 2001; Spiegal, 1998; Routman,
1994; Chambers, 1996). This chapter is dedicated to reviewing published literature
around the topic of literature circles and how the components of literature circles play
an effective role in developing critical reading skills in students. The topics of
balanced literacy, literature circles, teacher roles, book talks, student selection,
grouping students, discussion roles, independent reading, response journals,
assessment, and accountability will be reviewed.

Balanced Literacy
"Effective reading and writing instruction involves: the components of a
balanced literacy program on a daily basis, explicit instrnction woven through the
components of a balanced reading program, and ongoing assessment and evaluation
to monitor student progress" (Chambers, 2000, p. 4). The goal of balanced literacy is
6
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to level and create a program of specific, focused skills with the opportunity to apply
such skills in various applications across the literacy spectrum. In a balanced literacy
program, there are eight essential components that define the makeup. These
elements are reading aloud, writing aloud, shared reading, guided reading, guided
writing, independent reading, and independent writing (Feldgus & Cardonick, 1999;
Fountas & Pinnell, 200 I; Gunning, 2002; McCan-ier, Pinnell, & Fountas, 2000;
Miller, 2002; Routman, 1994).
Reading aloud is the practice of the teacher selecting and orally reading text to
his or her students (Routman, 1994). Writing aloud involves the teacher writing a
message by verbalizing the thought process and composing this thinking in written
fonn through an mTay of writing techniques (Gunning, 2002).
Shared reading is an "invitation for students to read along with the teacher"
(Routman, 1994, p. 33). In shared writing, students and the teacher work jointly to
develop a piece of writing (McCamer, Pinnell, & Fountas, 2000).
Guided reading, or reading workshop, constitutes the teacher and a group of
students reading, responding to, and thinking critically about a new text. In this
element the teacher introduces various reading strategies to apply when reading
(Fow1tas & Pinnell, 1996). In guided writing, which is also called writing workshop,
"the teacher guides students, responds to them, and extends their thinking in the
process of composing text. The students do the writing and the teacher facilitates
their writing. The teacher provides general guidance and mini lessons on any aspect
of writing" (Feldgus & Cardnick, 1999, p. 4).
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Within independent reading, students are given the opportunity to self select
literature of their choice to read to themselves or with another student. This is
achieved during library time or specified class time that is uninterrupted (Miller,
2002). The final component of balanced literacy is independent writing. During
independent writing, "students write without teacher intervention and evaluation.
This writing is done without intem1ption and in any form the student chooses"
(Routman, 1994, p. 67).
With so many attributes of a reading program, Spiegal (1998) raised concern
over finding a "silver bullet" (p. 114) that would address all instructional aspects of
reading and writing instruction. A clear point that continues to support a multifaceted
approach to reading and writing is creating a balanced literacy program, tailored for
both students and teacher. Spiegal identified literacy instruction as a teaching area
that must be based on proven research and where teachers are in charge of instruction.
It is within a research based program that utilizing literature response groups, or
literature circles, could be implemented. Spiegal has applied a strong emphasis in
recognizing literature circles as only part of a balanced literacy program, not a stand
alone for teaching literacy in the classroom. She concludes her article by calling for a
rally of support for balanced literacy. This is the essence of standing united in the
bombardment of proclaimed 'one step magic reading programs'.
As teachers plan for the most effective use of classroom teaching time around
the area ofliteracy, Yopp and Yopp (1996) highlight an essential component.
Students must be able to connect and utilize listening, speaking, reading, and writing
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within the context of their classroom experiences. These components should not be
singled out but integrated in a social context (1996).
Another piece of published reporting in the field of reading instruction comes
from the California Department of Education (1996). A point that is found within
this report is that "the goal of all reading sessions is to support students' interest and
capacity for independent reading" (p. 11 ). The reading task force has identified that
effective teaching ofliteracy must be balanced and include teacher directed skills
instruction as well as whole language activities.
From their findings, the task force identified what constitutes a balanced
literacy program. This includes:
I. A strong literature, language, and comprehension program that includes a
balance ofw1itten and oral language.
2. An organized, explicit skills program that includes phonemic awareness,
phonics, and decoding skills to address the needs of the emergent reader.
3. Ongoing diagnostics that informs teaching and assessment that ensures
accountability.
4. A powerful, early intervention program that provides individual tutoring for
children at risk ofreading failure (1996, p. 2).
From this report's findings and the goal of this research review, the focus is
directed toward the statement that literature, language, and comprehension need to
encompass written/oral language in a balanced method.
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In a normal school day, children need several opportunities to read and
write independently. Students also need to be read to consistently and formal reading
instruction should be offered on a daily basis. This instruction may take several
forms such as individual conferencing, guided reading, and/or literature circles
(California Department of Education, 1996).
Within a balanced literacy framework, literature circles are used to apply
guided reading or reading workshop strategies and provide independent reading
opportunity with students (Daniels, 2002; Routman, 1994; Fountas & Pinnell, 2001).

Literature Circles
"Our primary means of expression is oral language. Conversation is the
easiest, most natural way to share meaning" (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001, p. 280). One
way to foster students involovement in reading is to encourage their active
participation in discourse and discussion (Bryan, Parker, & Reutzel, 2003).
The purpose behind literature circles is to expand personal reading
comprehension strategies and the range in which to use them. Literature circles also:
support a person's ability to think critically, develop an appreciation of the aesthitic
qualities ofliterature, encourage students to refine communication skills, and enlarge
writing skills through new discourse (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001).
The National Reading Panel (2000) also afinn the critical thinking aspect
involved in student involved discussions ofliterature. In the panel's anaylsis of
research on comprehension, they identify a transactional instruction method. This is
described as an ability of teachers to facilitate student discussions in which students
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collaborate to form joint interpretation of text and acquire a deeper understanding
of mental and cognitive processes involved in comprehension" (p. 16).
Yopp and Yopp (1996) recognize the disconnection between student
enjoyment in reading and the standard practice of a worksheet driven literature
program within a classroom. ''It is oniy through meaningful literary experiences that
children develop an enthusiasm for reading" (p. 3). Through their review of research,
all readers, not just high readers need to interact in student dialog around enjoyed
books and reading. This is accomplished through various grouping techniques
including small cooperative learning and discussion groups. "Through interaction
with reading, students engage in alternate view points, which are identified as one key
to becoming an effective reader" (p. 7). Bryan, Fawson, and Reutzel (2001) also
highlight this in their study ofreading engagement. Students can be motivated to read
when discussion and discourse are present.
Grady (2002) also has published her view on adolescent literacy and content
area reading. Through her research, she has revealed a cognitive and sequential setup
that must be acknowledged before literacy instruction can effectively take place in the
classroom. Adolescent students, or apprentices, need expert practitioners to guide
them, model, make explicit direction, and support the novice in his/her development.
The reading apprenticeship that is offered by Grady requires the student and
teacher to engage themselves into the shared inquiry arena of reading. This
engagement consists of four daily classroom elements that are essential to build
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literacy development. These classroom elements include: social, personal,
cognitive, and knowledge-building.
The social element focuses on the building of a community of readers who
can share their experiences and make connections to literacy in order to build
meaning and relevance. The personal element guides students to the understanding of
seeing themselves as readers and to find purpose and need for improvement.
Cognitive development of literacy comes in the fonn of actual instruction of skills
and comprehension strategies. The knowledge building element guides student
understanding of content knowledge, vocabulary, and text/language structures
(Grady, 2002).

Developing Literature Circles
Lin (2004) analyzed the procedures for implementing literature circles.
Through her analysis of the research, she has identified three similar traits: diversity,
self-selection, and student motivation. Lin continues on in her review about the
procedures for implementing literature circles, these were: "reading material
selection, community building, number of students in each circle, preparation for
discussion, and sharing and discussion" (p. 24). Reading materials should be
comprehensible to a variety of ability groups, revolve around real world issues, and
promote students into discourse. Building a community in the classroom provides
opportunity for students and the teacher to learn from each other in a safe and
nurturing environment. Maintaining a limit of four to eight students in a literature
discussion allows for students to respond to each other and share ideas in a close and
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meaningful discussion. Being prepared for a discussion involves having read the
selection and completing a written journal response while also completing a
discussion role sheet. When students are ready for discussing literature, their journals
and role sheets should be the guide for the initial discussions. Once literature
discussion behaviors are routine, natural inquiry should guide student input and
discussion.
Benefits ofliterature circles in a classroom include stronger text to self
connections, increased classroom climate, higher amounts of gender and ESL
(English as a Second Language) learner equality, and overall increased
comprehension. Lin (2004) defined the force for literature circles as being driven by
student insight and reflections. The fallout from literature circles are a development
of thoughtful, competent, and critical thinking students.
In 2002, Daniels addressed the application of expository texts in literature
circles. Through his investigative research, Daniels brought attention to the
uniformity of current non-fiction text structure as well as the important need for
students to explore expository writing since standardized tests contain 70-80% of this
type of writing.
Through Daniels' (2002) discourse, he reveals a discrepancy of using
textbooks for discussion purposes due to the lack of rich and engaging language. He
identified seven key ingredients that should be found in non-fiction text that will
apply themselves to literature circles. These include:
content that is important or engaging
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people we can care about
a narrative structure or chronological line
places we can visualize
danger, conflicts, risks, or choices
vaiue, moral, ethical, or political dimensions
some ideas that reasonable people can debate, dispute, or disagree about
(p. 10).
He concluded by stating the inherent benefits of using expository text in
literature circles based on the societal pressures of standardized tests. Daniels (2002)
also explained that the skills required for discussing fiction text are the same as for
discussing non-fiction text. These include being able to keep a response log, marking
key or important parts of a text, actively participating in a group discussion, and being
able to reflect upon and improve discussions.
Success with non-fiction literature is also supported through a qualitative
study conducted by Stien and Beed (2004). As classroom teachers, they began the
school year by developing literature discussions around fictional genre. Once
dynamic discussions were consistently occurring among classroom participants, Stien
and Beed introduced non-fiction pieces ofliterature for use in literature discussions.
Data was collected from the discussions that incurred from using non-fiction material.
Discussions were tape recorded and written observations taken so detailed analysis
could be made. Stien and Beed concluded from these observations that student
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engagement and authenticity of discussions was identical to discussions when
students were using fictional text (2004).
Within literature circles there are several strategies that can be successfully
implemented to engage the paiticipants. In a study by Long and Gove (2003/2004 ),
they identified three engagement strategies:
a. Ask open-ended questions; listen to, honor, and respond to students; and
encourage students to read between the lines of the text.
b. Invite students to investigate and find out about explicit or implicit text
information-to dig a little deeper into the text's meaning.
c. Encourage students to pose and solve problems about important text
events (p. 353).
These were then applied after literature circles in a fourth grade classroom to promote
critical response.
The volunteer participants for Long and Gove's (2003/2004) study included
16 African American boys and girls with various reading and writing levels and their
fourth grade teacher. Long, Gove, and the African American teacher were
responsible for the teaching of the strategies. This study took place at Overlook
Elementary in a fourth grade classroom. At the time, the community had a minority
population of sixty-seven percent and was classified as a poor urban suburb.
Long and Gove (2003/2004) collected data over four, three hour sessions with
students. Observations were the primary tool of collecting data when strategies were
implemented after literature circles. These observations were then informally
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reviewed by the authors and also visually analyzed for the use of critical responses
from students.
The results of the study showed that when at least two of the strategies were
implemented, there was a marked increase of critical responses after literature circles.
However, upon returning to classroom after the strategy implementation, observations
noted that students rarely applied those skills to discussions. Long and Gove
(2003/2004) conclude that if a continued combination of literature circles and
engagement strategies are applied, students would develop an emotional involvement
in their reading, and thus create fluent reading.
A certain amount of flexibility comes into play when setting up literature
circles. In Langer's (1994) study, she identifies response based approaches to reading
literature. Langer utilized a team often research assistances and over 40 teachers
from diverse suburban and city schools to collect data on effective planning,
implementation, and follow through of classroom lessons. Means to collect data
ranged from various styles of field notes to relevant artifacts from the lessons.
After Langer (2003) collected the data, it was analyzed and patterns were
identified. These patterns were then given to teachers and applied in classrooms for
fmther testing. Results yielded nine general guidelines for instruction:
1. Use class time for providing students with exploration opportunities to

develop meaning.
2. Student comprehension must be the focal center of writing and discussion.
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3. Scaffold student ideas to provide them with an authentic learning
expenence.
4. Encourage student thought and questioning while they develop learning.
This should be blended with their comprehension ofliterahJTe.
5. Encourage personal understanding of text and student interpretation.
6. Questioning, probing, and allowing for further inquiry are essential
elements to literature.
7. Guide student learning through scaffolding that focus on listening and
talking to peers.
8. Encourage engagement in discussions by requesting personal responses
and active participation.
9. Help student thinking by having them define their concerns, clarify points
they want to make, link ideas that have already been shared, and ponder
issues in critical ways.
Langer (2003) concluded this research with a call to reform for teachers.
Thoughtful interactions with students and literature came about when teachers gave
students the opportunity to explore their own interpretations which allowed them to
put their meanings of text in motion. The ability for teachers to adapt for student
comprehension is an essential element for learning.
Those teacher adaptations may be formally addressed when identifying the
progression ofliterature discussion. Fountas & Pinnell (2001) and Morris &
Perlenfein (2003) define a four stage model of how the progression ofliterature
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circles should flow. They also address the freedom students should have to explore
their own interpretations of text. They identify that an initial stage of literature
discussion occurs with a class read aloud. The teacher and students are involved in
the same book and discussions are facilitated by the teacher. As group discussion
expectations are met, the class will break into small groups. Mon-is and Perlenfein
(2003) identify this as "Step 2: Small groups" (p. 14). Discussions center on a single
novel that is selected by the teacher so discussion content can be closely monitored.
Students talk within these groups and the teacher guides the discussion process. As
progression continues with group dynamics and each group's ability to model
authentic discussion improves, the teacher will provide separate novels to each group.
Discussions are observed and the teacher continues to address discussion points and
topics for the group. The fourth stage provides students with a self selected novel
choice. Groups are formed based on novel selection and the pacing of each
discussion group is set by the group. Discussion content is determined by student
responses and the teacher continues making non involved observations (Fountas &
Pinnell, 2001; Morris & Perlenfein, 2003; Keegan & Shrake, 1991).

Teacher Roles
The teacher "plays a key role not only in deciding the structure of literature
discussions but also in guiding the process so that students extend their ability to
express meaning to others" (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001, p. 280).
The purpose of a teacher in reading instruction carries significant weight
(National Reading Panel, 1999). In a study by Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, and
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Rodriguez (2003), they investigate the effects of student reading success from a
framework of reading instrnction. The participants for this study included 88 teachers
and nine students per classroom which were all randomly selected. This study took
place in nine high poverty elementary schools which are spread across the US. Data
was coliected from three one hour observadons of the selected teachers to observe
their teaching of reading, and also, the fall and spring reading level tests from
students. Reading strategies and testing scores were both tabled for analysis and
comparison. The results of the study indicated several cause and effect relationships
with teaching variables and student reading achievement. Consistently, results
showed that teachers who emphasized higher order thinking strategies had students
with higher growth in reading in their classrooms.
Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, and Rodriguez (2003) concluded that elements of a
reading framework should be considered for improving reading instrnction. They
also suggested that teachers have an important role in not just teaching reading, but
making sure that how they teach is effective.
What does effective teaching look like around the area ofliterature circles? A
study by Short, Kaufman, Kaser, Kahn, and Crawford (1999) investigated the effects
of teacher talk in literature circles. The participants for this study included four
teachers, their classrooms of intermediate multi age students, and one university
researcher. This study took place in two high poverty elementary schools and two
middle class elementary schools in Tucson, Arizona.
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Short, Kaufman, Kaser, Kahn, and Crawford (1999) collected data
throughout the year during literature circles where teachers participated in
experimental groups. Control groups of literature circles without teacher involvement
were also set up simultaneously in the same room. Audio tapes of the discussions
were then logged and analyzed from both groups of literature circles.
The results of the study identified four teacher roles that are played within
literature circles: a facilitator, a participant, a mediator, and an active listener. Results
of the non-teacher participant literature circles indicated that students utilized getgoing strategies and students in the roles as facilitator. They concluded that teacher
modeling before literature circles played the biggest role in how groups operated.
However, teacher participation was not necessary for group interactions to occur. A
strong area that was determined to need more research was in teacher read alouds and
the reading strategies that are modeled in that process (Short, Kaufman, Kaser, Kahn,
& Crawford, 1999).
Allington (2002) also recognizes that the key component to effectively
educating students resides with the teacher. Through his study of first and fourth
grade teachers that were teaching in economically suppressed areas across six states,
he and his team of researchers spent at least a minimum of two weeks of instructional
time observing, interviewing, and videotaping each classroom teacher. These
teachers were selected based on the high achievement in test data that their classes
had scored from past years.

21
Through analysis of the data from each classroom, Allington (2002) and his
team concluded that student success was a result of active teaching. Active teaching
was described as "giving direct, explicit demonstrations of the cognitive strategies
that good readers use when they read" (p. 743). These teachers also modeled by
thinking aloud and were continuously demonstrating their objeclives to students.

Book Talks
"Curiousity is acknowledged to be a driving force in motivation" (Gambrell,
1996, p. 22). The introduction of books by a teacher develops an initial interest in
student desire to engage with a piece ofreading. Book talks help activate prior
knowledge and provide groundlevel background information for students that may be
unfamiliar with the book. The target is to get students interested in reading that
particular piece ofliterature (Cooper, 2000; Fountas & Pinnell, 2001; Crevola &
Veneis, 2004).
"It has been known for some time that one of the most effective ways to

improve comprehension is to activate mental files before reading" (Keene &
Zimmennann, 1997, p.51 ). This practice ofrelaying information and developing
connections with the reading and the reader aligns a student's schema to the new
information that will be read.
When introducing a book, or giving a book talk, there are several items to
address that will encourage student interest. The teacher should point out the title of
book, the author(s), and the front and back cover illustrations and descriptions. The
teacher will also read the book description and preview the table of contents. Ifthere
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are any pictures that do not reveal the entire contents of the story, those may be
shared as well. Students should be encouraged to make predictions and everyone
should be able to listen to one another's responses (Routeman, 1994; Cooper, 2000).

Student Text Selection
"It's important to give children books they can read and choices regarding
which books they will read" (Allington, 2002, p. 746). When this happens, students
can read the vast quantity needed to develop into proficient and successful readers
(2002).
Student choice in book selection is a large factor in motivating children to
read. When collecting data from third and fifth grade students that had reading levels
ranging from low to high, Gambrell (1996) used a Motivation to Read Profile (MRP)
and individual interviews to identify what motivates students to read. Upon
analysizing the information and interview notes, she found four key factors that
determined a student's motivation to read. These motivators were "access to books in
the classroom, opportunities to self-select books, familiarity with books, and social
interactions with others about books" (p. 20).
Daniels (2002) stresses the point of the teacher as overseer in student book
selection process. It is important that the teacher oversee, direct, and facilitate the
book selection process of literature circles. If a student has picked a suspiciously
easy book, the teacher must investigate why and afirm that an effective choice has
been made.
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When faced with the choice of using ability groups for reading, Keegan and
Shrake (1991) explored the application of literature study groups in a fomih grade
classroom as an alternative to ability grouping. From the application ofliterature
groups, the authors have found several assets to empowering children with self
seiected noveis and the ability to discuss literature among peers. These inciuded
individual choice of novels within mixed ability groups, freedom to read at an
independent pace, personal reflection and response to connections with the text, and
increased responses with teacher feedback.
Keegan and Shrake (1991) reflect on the steps they found essential in setting
up effective literature study atmospheres. They described an outline of taught
strategies, which began with pre-literature group discussion activities and read aloud
modeling techniques. This continued with a timeline of implementation for literature
circles which begins with techniques of effective discussions and useful roles in
literature circles. Keegan and Shrake conclude from their analysis of implementing
literature study groups that students extend their thinking, develop strategies to
become lifelong learners, and discover what they know when provided the
opportunity. This is the opportunity to select books that interest each student.
Literature circles then allow them to explore their curiosities with the support of
classmates and the teacher.

Grouping Students
For students to be able to discuss literature, they must be grouped with other
students. There are a couple of general items to be aware of when grouping students
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for a literature discussion. Personality clashes, reluctant readers, and leadership
qualities may off set the balance of a group if there are too many of one type in a
group (Daniels, 2002; Fountas & Pinnell, 2001; Keegan & Shrake (1991).
Gender may also have an effect in grouping students. In Carico's (2001)
qualitative study of negotiating meaning in literature discussions, she investigates the
possibility of a response group consisting of only women. The volunteer participants
for this study included three European American middle school students, one African
American middle school student, and the female author.
Carico (2001) selected these students from Connectionist School, a private
middle school, where they all met on a weekly basis for five months to discuss two
different novels. The author would usually begin discussions with a prompt, and
throughout the meeting take meticulous notes which were used as a primary mode of
documentation and as springboards for each concurring week's discussion.
The results of the study (Carico, 2001) indicated that there are complexities of
group conversations which include: real talk, conversations that reveal attitudes and
values which can highlight needs for strategies to improve reading skills. Next was
inappropriate talk, specific language that is not typically appropriate for school use
(i.e. "pissed off') that is increasingly used when individuals are connecting to a
discussion at a personal level. Also, preferences in group discussion, here individuals
feel opportune to speak in specific environments which may encourage and hinder
responses from participants. Finally is privileged talk, an ability for a person to
clearly articulate a response which evokes an equally clear reaction. Those students
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who struggle to clearly express thoughts or details may feel less privileged to be
apart of discussion .. Also, there is a lack of rejection without the presence of males.
Carico (2001) concluded that developing literature based discussions requires
a patient investment of time in the classroom. The dialog from these discussions
should be carried out past the classroom and into various environments where taik is
welcomed.
However, the concern of ability grouping should not play a factor in grouping
for literature circles. In Barbour's (1990) article, she cites several examples of
students working to the potential of the group they are in. This frequently encouraged
low readers to continue to perform as low readers. She also noted that self worth was
tied to the type of group one was in. When students are placed in groups with others
that share similarities other than reading ability or have a choice to select where they
go, empowerment and achievement drasticly increase. (Barbour, 1990; Routman,
1994).

Discussion Roles
Discussion roles, or role sheets are a stepping stone to discussing literature in
a natural and authentic mannor. They are also looked at as a 'jumping-off place in
literature circles. It is a good way to get students started and an acceptable way for
teachers to have accountability for individual students' work" ( Katz & K.uby, 2002,
p. 42).
Kiegan and Shrake (1991) define four roles that play out in an effective
literature disscussion. These roles offer guidence and stmcture within the groups.
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These include: I) Reader (begins each discussion by reading the response notes
from the teacher); 2) Coordinator (makes sure everyone in the group has an equal
opportunity to become involved in the discussion); 3) Mechanic (sets up a recording
devise, turns it on when the discussion begins, and turns it off at the end); and 4)
Notetaker/secretary (record the next meeting's job selections and what the students
have descided to read).
Daniels (2002) also identifies four basic roles that can uniformily be applied
to literature discussions. Although there are several specific discussion roles that can
have specific implications, these roles specifically target the kinds of thinking that
real readers are constantly using. They are: I) Connector (make connections to their
own lives, feelings, to current events, and other texts); 2) Literary luminary (rewinds
students back to special or critical parts of the passage to savor, reread, read aloud,
and/or discuss); 3) Illustrator (provides a visual, graphic depiction of the reading);
and 4) Questioner (always wondering and questioning events and ideas in the reading,
may critique or pose questions to group members).
Students have also found success within their discussions by using the roles
of: I) Discussion director (develops four "why did", "what do you think", and
"predict what" types of questions for the group); 2) Vocabulary enricher (selects five
unknown words and their definitions, then teaches them to the group); 3) Passage
picker (chooses four suprising, significant, or interesting passages in the text); 4)
Illustrator (draws a favorite scene); and 5) Quotation chooser (selects several
quotations and chooses group members to identify the speaker) (Bums, 1998). In her
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article, Burns notes the high level of engagement of students when roles were used
to guide their discussions.
All of these roles provide starting places to focus children in literature groups
and guide them into having meaningful discussions. They are ways for a teacher to
guage preparedness and to give purpose lo discussion. However, discussion roles can
limit the natural inquiry one develops when discussing literature on a regular basis
(Daniels, 2002; Katz & Kuby, 2002). Moem (2005) describes discussions that follow
role guidelines but fail to developing in-depth questions and critical anaylsis. To
resolve this dilemma in discussion roles, she has all students develop questions that
compare, contrast, describe in detail, explain why, give examples of, and require
opinion and explaination of when prepairing for a discussion. This acitively moves
students past the routine of a role and into personal, interactive thought and
discussion.

Independent Reading
Independent reading provides an opportunity for students to utilize time
during the class day to read independently on a self, peer, or teacher sellected piece of
literature. Krashen (2003) addressed self selected reading where students choose a
book and read for enjoyment. He anaylized the NRP (National Reading Panel)
findings about it's effectivness. In Krashen's anaylsis, he reveiled that three of the
ten studies that were used in the NRP research revealed increases over control groups,
while the other seven remained neutral. The NRP detennined from this data that self
selected reading time, or SSR was not effective. Revealing a bias against

28
independent reading was one of the conclusions that Krashen brought about
through anaylsis of the NRP. He also identified that due to the NRP's one year time
limit on studies, they did not report on the eight out of ten studies that showed long
term success of independent reading.
Altlmugl1 lrn.vi11g smdeilf 6pp6nm1itles m independemly wmd In class are an
effective element of a balanced literacy program and with literature circles, it may be
critical to have a balance of both. In a qualitative study done with sustained silent
reading and non engaged readers, three fourth grade subjects were observed and then
introduced to a literature discussion of their reading (Bryan, Fawson, and Reutzel,
2003). These subjects would typically be involved in at least 10 disruptive behaviors
during a 20 minute independent reading time. During and after an intervention of a
personal literature discussion based on the books that each of the students were
involved in, there was a dramatic decrease in the amount of identified disruptive
behaviors. The students appeared to be far more engaged with their reading, even
after the intervention was complete.
In reflecting on the results of their study, researchers found it more condusive
for students to be actively engaged in some sort of literary discussion of their reading.
This develops purpose for the students and also dramaticly reduces the number of
disengaged students and the number of disruptions they cause (Bryan, Fawson, and
Reutzel, 2003).
Having purpose when reading is a key element that Taberski (1998) also
found when trying to engage readers in silent reading. Through classroom anaylsis
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and implementation she found that there are three strategies that focus students and
encourage meaningful reading. The first strategy is to make independent reading an
essential part of every day. This should include time for students to respond to their
reading in journals. The second strategy is for students to be aware of and practice
implementing the reading strategies they have Teamed in class. This expectation is set
before each reading session, written on sticky notes after a reading conference, and
written on charts that are visible around the classroom. The final strategy was to
conclude each reading session with a discussion of the reading strategies that students
were applying that day.

Response Journals
Journals are notebooks, booklets, or even folders that are specifically designed
to keep students personal responses and reflections from their reading and writing.
These journals or literature logs allow free writing to take place and a spot for ideas
and quesitons to be jotted down to be discussed further in literature groups (Cooper,

2000).
Keegan and Shrake (1991) observed that over the course of the year, one can
track improvements in critical reading ability based on the content of an individual's
responses. As a student moves into student led literature circles, the literary
responses become focused towards peer responses. The depth to which indivdual
proccessing occurs becomes specific for the meaning of that child.
Cunningham and Allington (1999) also note that response journals are an easy
way for teachers to connect to their students. They are able to respond to these
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journals and maintain an open dialog with students about the reading experiences
they are having. However, to make journaling meaningful to students, the teacher
needs to model what effective journal response entries look like. They suggest
several steps, from begginning the class on the same book and stopping to journal, to
modeling responses on chart paper and letting students share their responses. This
continues until students are independently respsonding and able to do so with self
selected books.
Assessmelll

When addressing the question of how to assess literature circles, Daniels
(2003) described the sensitivity of placing a label on a student's discussion of
literature. With the need to keep students accountable for reading, being prepared,
and participating in a group discussion, he developed practical ways for naturally
assessing students which were field tested with a class at Washington Irving School.
Assessing student preparedness, five to ten minute group observations, video
camera documentation of group processes, peer observation reports, and student
developed performance assessment rnbrics are what Daniels (2003) identified as
evidence, documentation, and grading for literature circle groups. However, he
concluded that trne assessment is found in a student's desire to read more books.
Morris and Perlenfein (2003) recognize the importance of assessment, but
identify the critical element of targeting what is to be assessed before choosing the
assessment tool. They too identify anecdotal records of participation in discussions
while also being able to assess culminating projects at the conclusion of a book.
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The use of response journals is also a tangible way for assessing
comprehension through literature discussions (Keegan & Shrake, 1991). Effo1i and
application within these journals may be effective if the teacher and student are in
constant communication. Keegan & Shrake (1991) also note in their article that

pa:i'ficlpation can constitute a third of!he liretature circle grade ahd appropriate use of
reading time allots for ten percent. Fifty percent goes to the reading journals and a
final ten percent is designated for other reading applications.

Summary
In this chapter the various attributes of literature circles within a balanced
literacy context were explained and described. Although there is no one way to teach
reading, literature circles offer an avenue to engage students and require them to
become connected with the text. Through specific teacher guidance, children are
empowered with choices and are provided with opportunities to dialog with
classmates in a context of creating meaningful connections. This sense of ownership
stems from selecting personal reading interests which builds confidence and self
worth as a learner. Students learn to communicate with their peers and also remain
focused through the use of disscussion roles and response journals. It is these assets
which make classroom literature discussions such an authentic component of
balanced literacy.

Chapter Three
Design of the Project
Introduction
The purpose of this project was to construct a teacher's guide for implementing
student led literature circles into an upper elementary classroom. This guide was
designed with the intended progression of literature circles to move from teacher led and
directed to a student facilitated discussion. It was this intention that the author felt was
the culminating aspect of literature discussion where student choice and learning were at
an authentic level.
Development of the Project
With a newly adopted curriculum and an intennediate grade level emphasis on
literature circles at the author's school, a clear need presented itself. Providing students
with authentic discussion opportunities in order to develop higher order thinking skills,
increase vocabulary, and raise comprehension of important ideas and details was a well
discussed topic in staff collaboration meetings, in-service days, and in the general school
atmosphere. The feeling from intermediate teachers was an excitement for building
discussion and creating an environment for rich and meaningful learning to occur.
However, the action was a response of timidity. The practice of these teachers, including
the author, was to resort to back to comfortable and more traditional reading and
journaling. There was also a difficultly trying to release control of discussions to
students without feeling a lack of accountability and control of the classroom
environment.
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After reviewing literature on and around the topic of literature circles, the
author could clearly see the value of implementing literature circles into a balanced
literacy program. Student interaction is incredibly high and the ability for children to
create questions, respond to other's questions, and infer on several different view points
is a real world skill. However, there was an overwhelming amount of suggestions and
tips for implementing and guiding literature discussion groups and a lack of specific
processes in which a discussion should progress to. The reviewed research failed to
define a specific method for guiding literature discussions, but crossed paths on several
elements. It was these elements that provided the author's basis for how literature circles
could successfully function in an intennediate elementary classroom.

Procedures
It was determined that a needed tool for implementing literature circles was to

design an implementation guide for intermediate teachers to use. Before this was
developed though, written discourse on and around the topic was gathered. Several
resources were utilized to extract the necessary information for the development of this
project. A ProQuest and ERIC Digest search were conducted via the internet through the
Central Washington University Library to locate various points of related research and
information on literature circles. This information was then copied or printed. Books
were borrowed from Interlibrary Loan at the Central Washington University Library on
the topic as well as books from the library at Mullenix Ridge Elementary School. The
author also utilized the personal libraries from several colleagues and the building
reading coach. All this information was read, sorted, re-read, and reviewed into the
topics that make up the contents of Chapter Two. The literature review offers insight into
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the value of implementing literature circles within a balanced literacy program and the
effective attributes of successful student led discussion groups.
From this review ofliterature, key components ofliterature circle were identified
and utilized as a structure for this guide. Each component identifies elements that should
be addressed when gt1iding sttidehts into literature discussions. Research and resource
data were then used to create the specific attributes in the process of applying these
discussions in an intermediate classroom.
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Introduction
The following chapter contains the implementation guide for literature circles from
teacher led to student led in an upper elementary classroom. The following criteria were
implemented to shape the intended design of material. The implementation guide is

meant to be utilized as a stand alone notebook from this study project. Intended uscrs
should be able to follow each part as a progression ofliterature circles in a "what's next"
style of formatting. Materials and suggested applications take the stance that teachers
will use their professional judgment and personal teaching practices to implement various
aspects of literature discussions.
Part one specifies the methodology of literature groups and aspects of preparing for
discussions in the classroom. Part two highlights the teacher as the facilitator and
includes topics such as book talks, class discussions, and journaling responses. Part three
identifies some of the general roles students may take in literature circle discussions. Part
four includes aspects of management and accountability with literature groups. Part five
highlights the transition to student led literature circles. Part six is a compilation of
recommended literature circle books by specific theme. These themed books come from
the Pegasus II curriculum adoption that Mullenix Ridge Elementary School currently
uses. Part seven is the final chapter of the project which provides users with a
bibliography of sources that were utilized in the implementation guide.
All of the materials that are included in this guide support the teacher with
implementing literature circles. Many of these are adapted from various sources based on
their alignment with the current research that the author of this guide has done. With
some modifications made, it is felt that the selected material best supports literature circle
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development and will provide effective support for developing student led literature
circles.

VeNilop L1'1fr L{;teya;tuy-e, C { y ~
From Teacher Led to Student Led in an
Intermediate Elementary Classroom

A Guide for Implementation
By

Brandon C. DeBritz
South Kitsap School District

Foreword
This implementation guide is designed to aid fourth, fifth, and sixth grade
teachers who are seeking the use of literature circles in their balanced literacy program.
Specifically, this guide is aimed at assisting teachers at Mullenix Ridge Elementary
School where the use of literature circles as part of the literacy program is being
emphasized. A need arose from the author's own struggles to identify and apply the most
effective method of literature circles in conjunction with the district adopted reading
program.
The goal then is for teachers to be able to develop literature discussions in their
classroom so that these discussions will become successfully managed by student groups
within the classroom. Research shows that through specific teacher guidance, children are
empowered with choices and are provided with opportunities to dialog with classmates in
a context of creating meaningful connections. This sense of ownership stems from
selecting personal reading interests which builds confidence and self worth as a learner.
Students learn to communicate with their peers and also remain focused through the use
of disscussion roles and response journals. It is these assets which make classroom
literature discussions such an authentic component of balanced literacy.

Brandon C. DeBritz

11

(

Table of Contents
Part One: Where to Begin ....................................................................... 1
Methodology ...................................................................................... 2
Preparing a successfol classroom .............................................................. .3
A Progression of Events ......................................................................... 5
Part Two: Teacher as facilitator. ............................................................... 8
Book talks ......................................................................................... 9
Full/ Partial Class Discussions .................................................................. 9
Journal Responses .............................................................................. 11
QAR's .......................................................................... 13
Opinion-Proof Notes ......................................................... 14
Venn Diagram ................................................................. 15
Part Three: Roles in a Literature Circle ..................................................... .18
Facilitator. ....................................................................................... 20
Recorder .......................................................................................... 21
Connector ........................................................................................ 22
Illustrator. ........................................................................................ 23
Word Wizard .................................................................................... 24
Literary Luminary .............................................................................. 25
Part Four: Management and Accountability ................................................ 26
Scheduling/Observation/Assessment. ........................................................ 27
VoiceNideo recordings ....................................................................... .34
Proj ects/Presen tati ons ......................................................................... .3 5
Part Five: Student Led Literature Circles ................................................... 37
Putting the Pieces Together. ................................................................... 38
Reading Calendars .............................................................................. 39
Releasing Control. ............................................................................ .42
Part Six: Intermediate Themed Literature Circle Books ................................. .44
Part Seven: References ........................................................................ 55

ll1

1

2

Methodology
This implementation guide is designed to aid fourth, fifth, and sixth grade
teachers that are seeking the use ofliterature circles in their balanced literacy
program. Specifically, this guide was designed to assist the author and teachers at
Mullenix Ridge Elementary School where the use ofliterature circles as part of the
literacy program is being emphasized.
The goal is for teachers who are interested to be able to develop literature
discussions in their classrooms so that these discussions will become successfully
managed by student groups within the classroom. Within this guide, which begins
with the stmcture of the table of contents, users will find layout of how to begin
applying literature circle discussions in your classroom. The information stems from
research proven ideas for transitioning these discussions from instmctor control to
student control. There are also reproducible items that can be utilized in managing
and assessing these literature discussions.
Although users will find a specific stmcture in this guide for the
implementation ofliterature circles to a balanced literacy curriculum, the author of
this guide can attest to the constant changes that one faces in a school environment.
Hosting student led discussions requires a certain degree of"letting go" and
empowering students with personal responsibility. Every year brings a new and
unique group of students for teachers to learn about and work with. Even the most
seasoned veterans know that some groups can better respond to higher amounts of
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personal responsibility than others. Therefore, as a teacher, professional opinion
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about class dynamics and comfort level in student choice in these literature
discussions will ultimately detern1ine how far students are taken in this progression.
It is important to also note that student learning occurs at each progressive level and
teacher success should not be gauged on how student centered literature circles
become!
As teachers begin to prepare for literature circles in the classroom, users of
this guide will find that the contents have been laid out in a progressive format.
Beginning with classroom climate and moving eventually to student led literature
discussions, each part addresses the "how to's" and "what to do's" as discussions
develop and progress.

Preparing a Successful Classroom
Literature discnssions revolve around a very simple, yet critical aspect;
discussion. Discussion means individuals being engaged in a particular topic with the
purpose of trying to gain new perspective or insight and/or resolve issues and
misunderstandings. All participants in a discussion must be able to have something in
common with the topic at hand, be able to listen to others share questions and
viewpoints, and be able to respond in the same fashion.
"The most successful classes are those in which the teacher has a clear idea of
what is expected from the students and the students have a clear idea of what the
teacher expects from them" (Wong and Wong, 1998, p. 143). Literature circle
preparation begins on the first day of school. For many students, being a part of a
classroom discussion is a learned skill. Talking in a group, listening to the teacher
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and other classmates, and being able to respond accordingly are all skills that should
be clearly taught and applied from day one. These discussions may happen in many
different contexts and subject areas. The key is to provide opportunity for students to
become very accustomed to appropriate talking and listening in several contexts.
One way that discussion cmr begin tu be tauglrt is dm illg begirmiHg uf Lire year
team building activities. These are activities used to build unity and commonality
among every student. A 'get to know you' game generally referred to as the "name
toss" involves having the class form a circle and each member passing an object to
another person in the circle that has not yet received the object. While doing this the
person with the object says his/her name and then addresses the name of the person to
which the object is being passed. The teacher can then time the class while they work
at passing the object to each person faster and faster. The objective of this activity is
for students to connect how types of communication can improve or hinder ones
ability to function and perfonn.
After the activity, the teacher has an opportunity to facilitate a discussion on
how well the class thought they did with the activity, what went well, what helped
them feel successful, what was discouraging, etc .. It is during this time that the
teacher can emphasize the value of listening to questions and responses, speaking in
turn, and directly responding to other students.
The following list of literature discussion elements allow students to
constrnctively navigate through their lit groups:
•

Stay focused on the discussion at hand

•

Remain actively listening

5

• Participate proactively
• Make connections from others' ideas
• Ask questions for understanding
• Disagree in a constructive way
• Take turns to Iet others speak
• Backup opinions with evidence
•

Positively encourage others (Morris & Perlenfein, 2003).

These elements can be introduced early on in the school year and applied in several
contexts across the curriculum.

A Progression of Events
How long should a teacher expect the progression of literature circles to take
in a classroom? Again, each classroom environment is unique as well as the time of
year in which teachers may be ready to divulge in literature circles. Below is a
framework of advancement in regards to the stages that literatures circles can
progress to.

Stage 1: Class Novel
The teacher chooses a book that the whole class will read together. The pace
of the story is controlled by the teacher, as is the discussion during and after the
reading. During this first stage, the whole class responds as a large literature
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discussion group. The teacher also introduces, models, and teaches the different
roles of a literature circle (see Part Three: "Roles" of a literature circle).
Stage 2: Class Novel with Small Groups
Each small discussion group, which includes three to five students, is assigned
the same bouk. The teacher alscr ccmtrols the pace of reading mrd discussion in tlris
stage. Students bring their prepared materials to these meetings and the roles of a
literature circle are practiced and applied during these discussions. The teacher also
has an opportunity to address specific concerns with groups and also allow groups to
model for the entire class.

Stage 3: Various Novels assigned to Each Group
Students may be assigned by book preference or ability during this stage. The
teacher continues guiding the pace of discussion, however, a calendar for reading and
discussion is introduced and utilized with student input. Specific roles may be added
or removed and each student would be assigned a different role at each meeting. The
teacher continues addressing discussion concerns with groups and specific students.

Stage 4: Independent Student Book Choice
In this final stage, students are presented with a variety of books to select
from. Once students select their top books, each is grouped according to the novel
that he/she selected. Students will specify their own reading schedule and
determining who is responsible for each role and needed materials during each
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discussion. Students continue to be overseen by the teacher and responsible for
repmting progress after discussions.
The time each of these stages take will depend on the pace of the book being
read and/or student mastery of the skills presented. If teachers typically have students
reading a novel in thi-ee to- four weeks, the progression o-f each stage may look like
this time frame. Overall, class needs and teacher comfort dictate the advancement.

/
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Book talks
When beginning literature discussions in the classroom, a key element that
must be practiced is for the teacher to read the book p1ior to teaching with it. It is not
possible to plan effective instrnction or hold a rich and meaningful discussion if th,;
facilitator is not familiar with the text (Yopp & Yopp, 1996).
Book talks are the practice of introducing novels to an audience in an effort to
"sell" the book based on cover descriptions and summaries by the author and/or the
person who is giving the book talk. As the teacher, you will want to address the
interests of your students from specific elements of the story you are sharing. The
purpose of these talks is to "provide just enough information to whet their appetites"
(Fountas & Pinnell, 2001 ). If students have a natural interest in the book that will be
read, keeping authentic student engagement throughout the novel is achieved much
more consistently.
This guide has several recommendations of novels to use from the fourth to
sixth grade. These novels coincide with the Pegasus II curriculum that uses the
literature as an integral part of the reading program. In part six, users will find that
the novels are grouped according to themes with reading levels identified for each
book.

Full/Partial Class Discussions
Once the teacher has identified a book that involves and incorporates the
whole class, movement into a discussion fommt can proceed. During this first,
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teacher led discussion phase, the teacher detem1ines the tone of how future
discussions are to be held. Prior to any discussion, it is imperative that each member
of the discussion have opportunity to read and respond to their reading. This can be
accomplished through the use of reading journals and specific response activities (see
below).
When bringing the whole class together, the teacher will be modeling all the
roles of a discussion in initial sessions (see part three: "Roles" of a literature circle).
This is the opportunity to model how each role functions while also allowing a fluent
and engaged discussion by students. Although having a large group creates less
opportunity for frequent participation, each child should be able to contribute to the
conversation at hand.
As whole group discussions progress, the modeling of roles and expectations
should become the standard for the group. Fountas and Pinnell (2001) identify 14
ways to have a good discussion:
I. Be prepared
2. Sit so everyone can see each other
3. Get started right away
4. Look at the person who is talking
5. Listen to understand
6. Ask questions to understand better
7. Speak clearly but not too loud
8. Wait for the speaker to finish
9. Signal when you want a tum
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I 0. Be sure everyone gets a tum
11. Build on each other's ideas
12. Respect each other's ideas
13. Stay on topic
14. Provide evidence for your thinking (p. 28"1)
Comfort levels should increase and tmst in sharing ought to be strengthened in
students. When discussions are operating efficiently, role training can begin.
Role training is simply the act of teaching the process of each discussion role
and then letting students apply that to a discussion. As more students begin
practicing the roles in large group discussions, there becomes an opportunity to split
the large group into two or three smaller groups. During smaller group sessions, each
role can be applied in a more real context. Monitoring the group conversation should
become more frequent dming these smaller discussions. Creating a model group to
display an interactive discussion with the appropriate use of each role would be
effective at this point. Video taping these model discussions can also be utilized for
group reflection and student feedback.
A rich discussion can come about as you, the teacher, communicate reading
with your students. While teaching children to comprehend text, whole and partial
class discussions should prepare them for divulging into literature discussions within
their own peer groups.

Journal Responses
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Student journaling allows the reader to personalize information that he/she
is interpreting from the reading. "Responding is part of the natural process of
constmcting meaning" (Cooper, 2000). It is this interpretation that ultimately sets the
course of discussion during literature circle meetings.
In a balanced literacy program, using student journals in one fashion or
another is standard practice. There are some types of journaling activities that lend
themselves to spurring student and teacher discussion in literature circles. Activities
such as Venn Diagrams, QAR's, and opinion-proof notes target specific
comprehension models. There are some of the "roles" of literature circles, found in
part three of this guide, that are also geared for journal writing as students prepare for
discussion. Also, general journaling writing practice can help prepare students for
discussing the reading. The following is a compiled list of journaling topics to guide
student connections when responding to literature.
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QARs: Question-Answer Relationships
Right There

Author and You

This answer is in the text, usually easy to
find. The words used to make up the
question and W61'ds used for the answer
are usually right there in the same
sentence.

This answer is not in the story. You need
to think about what the author tells you in
the text, and how it fits together.

Think and Search

On My Own

This answer is in the story, but you need
to put together different parts of the story
to find it. Words for the question and
answer are not found in the same
sentence.

This answer will not be in the story. You
can answer the question without reading
the story. This answer comes from your
own experiences and background.

Adapted from: Ihnen, B.A. (2000) Daily lesson guide for grade 5. Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt.
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Opinion-Proof Notes

Opinion

Proof (s)

Adapted from: Ihnen, B.A. (2000) Daily lesson guide for grade 5. Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt.
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Adapted from: Laura Candler (Teaching Resources at http://home.att.net/-teaching)
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Literal Questions

Adapted from: Cooper, D. J. (2000) Literacy: Helping children construct meaning. Boston, MA:
Houghton Mifflin.

Please note: Content on this page was redacted due to copyright concerns.
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Personalized Questions

Adapted from: Cooper, D. J. (2000) Literacy: Helping children construct meaning. Boston, MA:
Houghton Mifflin.

Please note: Content on this page was redacted due to copyright concerns.
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"Many teachers have found that when students are first learning to operate
in peer-led discussion groups, it is helpful to offer them an intermediate support
strncture that makes the transition more comfortable and successful" (Daniels, 2002).
Roles offer a specific stance for students to take while preparing for their discussions
and during discussions. There are several types of roles that students can take the part
of when involved in their discussions. However, several published authors of use of
literature circles approved of some general, all purpose roles that fit a multitude of
contexts (Yopp & Yopp, 1996; Moem, 2005; Fountas & Pinnell, 2001; Lin, 2004).
Some of these roles that are very effective in getting literature discussions off the
ground are the facilitator, recorder, connector, illustrator, word wizard, and literary
luminary. The following reproducible pages include the descriptions of each role so
students may refer to the directions when preparing for the discussion.
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Facilitator
Name:

---------------------

Book/Pages
- - - - - - - - - - - - -I- - - - - -

Facilitator:
Your role is to define the purpose for the discussion, making sure that each
member has an opportunity to talk, and develop questions to help your group get started
with a discussion. You may use the question starters below and the blank lines to develop
your own questions. Be sure to write questions that will make you and your group think
about what you read in the story. These questions will usually not have answers that can
be found in the story, but from each group members own thinking.

Questions
How would you compare_________________________
Why did the author include_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
What will happen when _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Was it fair when- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - How did you feel when_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Why do you think_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
AUTHENTIC QUESTIONS
1.

2.

3.
4.

Adapted from Morris, B. & Perlenfein, D. (2003). Literature circles: The way to go and how to get there.
Westminster, CA: Teacher Created Materials, Inc.
Adapted from Santa, C. (2000) A balanced approach to reading within cross-curricular
themes. Dubuque, IO: Kendall/Hunt.
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Recorder
Name: _____________________
Tape/Voice Recorder number: _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Recorder:
./ Your role is to take notes or records when necessary .
./ You will read notes back to the whole group for clarification and correctness .
./ Collect all assignments that need to be turned in to the teacher.
./ Share information specific to the discussion topic to the teacher or with other
students upon request .
../ Start and stop the audio and/or video recording device.

Adapted from Crevola, S. & Veneis, M. (2004). Building essential literacy with
bookshop. New York, NY: MONDO.
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Connector
Name: _____________________
Book/Pages_____________./______

Connector:
Your role is to find connections between the book and you (text-to-self), and
between the book and the wider world (text-to-world). This means you are connecting
the reading to your own past experiences, things that happen at school or in your town,
events in the news, and things that have happened to other people that remind you of part
of the story you are reading. You may also write connections you find that occur in this
book or in another book that you are reminded of (text-to-text).

Some connections I made between the reading of this book and my own experiences,
the wider world, and other texts or authors:

Adapted from: Daniels, H. (2002). Literature circles, voice and choice in book clubs and reading groups.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse.
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Illustrator
Name:- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Book/Pages_____________./______

Illustrator;
Your role is draw a picture of something that is connected specifically to your
book. This can be a character in the setting, a prediction, a pictorial flow chart, a map,
cartoon, diagram, or a sketch. Use may use the space below for your picture or use the
back of this paper for more space.

Be sure your illustration is informative and creative!

Adapted from Crevola, S. & Veneis, M. (2004). Building essential literacy with bookshop. New York, NY: MONDO.
Adapted from Morris, B. & Perlenfein, D. (2003). Literature circles: The way to go and how to get there.
Westminster, CA: Teacher Created Materials, Inc.
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Word Wizard
Name:- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Book/Pages_____________c/______

Word Wizard:
The words a writer chooses are an important ingredient of the author's craft.
Your job is to be on the lookout for a few words (between 5 and 7) that have special
meaning in today's reading selection. If you find words that are puzzling or unfamiliar,
mark them while you are reading, and then later jot down their definition, either from a
dictiomuy or some other source. Be sure to use context clues whenever possible! You
may also run across words that stand out somehow in the reading-words that are repeated
a lot, used in an unusual way, or key to the meaning of the text. Mark these special
words too, and be ready to point them out to the group. When your circle meets, help
members find and discuss the words that seem most important in this text.

·word

Page# & Paragraph

Definition

Plan for Discussion

Adapted from: Daniels, H. (2002). Literature circles, voice and choice in book clubs and reading groups.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse.
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Literary Luminary
Name: _____________________
Book/Pages____________-'/______

Literary Liuninary:
Your job is to find a few sections of the text to read aloud during your next discussion.
The idea is to help your group go back to something funny, interesting, surprising,
questionable, or really important in the reading you've done. Once you find some
paragraphs or passages that fit the description, be sure you write down why you chose
that piece and also, how you want to use this in your discussion. Remember to be
specific in your descriptions so everyone will know exactly what you were thinking!

Page # & Paragraph

Reason for Picking

Plan for Discussion

Adapted from Crevola, S. & Veneis, M. (2004). Building essential literacy with
bookshop. New York, NY: MONDO
Adapted from: Daniels, H. (2002). Literature circles, voice and choice in book clubs and reading groups.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse.

26

f'art towrg
Mana,ernent and Accownta~ifit:.t

27
Developing a working schedule to incorporate literature circles can be
challenging. Also, keeping students accountable for their discussions and
preparedness when you, the teacher are not an active participant in discussion is
important. Assessing student preparedness, five to ten minute group observations,
video camera documentation of group processes, peer observation reports, and
student developed performance assessment rubrics are evidence, documentation, and
grading for literature circle groups (Daniels, 2003).

Scheduling literature circles
Sample lesson schedules
Monday
Literature
Circles

Tuesday
Wednesday
Reading Lab Literature
Circles

Thursday
Reading
Strategies

Friday
Literature
Circles

Mini Lesson

Independent
reading and
time to work on
role sheets.

Group
meeting

Mini-Lesson

Groups discuss
and share
completed roles

Practice
Reading
strategy
introduced on
Monday

Full class
discussion of
key learning

Introduce and
model the
reading strategy
for the week
Introduce
corresponding
role sheet

Group
meeting
Groups discuss
weekend reading
Groups assign
reading and
roles to each
member and
plan the
calendar

Teacher
conferences

Groups plan the
calendar for the
next assignment

Apply the
strategy to
Students read as nonfiction
a group or with a reading, such as
buddy
a Time for Kids
article.

Group
meeting
Groups discuss
and share
complete roles
and journal
entries
Groups assign
weekend
reading

Adapted from: Morris, B. & Perlenfein, D. (2003). literature circles: The way to go and how to get
there. Westminster, CA: Teacher Created Materials, Inc

28

Brandon DeBniz's
Lesson Plans

Current
Events

Literacyreading

8:458:55

8:55-9:40
Literature discussion
groups 1-3

Monday

fndependen! reading
and journal
responses, groups
4-6
Literature discussion
groups 4-6

Tuesday

Independent
reading and journal
responses, groups
1-3

Wednesday

Reading workshop
Skill builder

Literature discussion
groups 1-3
Thursday

Independent reading
and journal
responses.groups
4-6
Literature discussion
groups 4-6

Friday

Independent
reading and journal
responses, groups
1-3

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday Thursday

Friday

10:15-11:00

10: 15-11 :00

10:15-11:00

10:15-11:00

10: 15-11:00

Groups meet

Read& Logs Groups
meet

Groups meet Read&
Logs

Adapted from: Daniels, H. (2002). Literature circles, voice and choice in book clubs and reading
groups. Portland, ME: Stenhouse.
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Observation and Evaluation
A key tool in assessing student performance is through teacher observation.
These should be infonnal so students will respond to their respective groups without
influence. Observation can also be accomplished with the use of a video or voice
recorder (see VoiceNideo Recordings on pg. 34). Assessment also can come from
students evaluating themselves through the form of self and group feedback forms.
Students are empowered and usually quite evaluative of themselves when given the
opportunity.
On the next page is an adapted teacher observation form followed by three
evaluation options for students to use with literature groups. The first gives
descriptors for each category with little choice for inflection. This is effective for
initial discussions. The second offers a reflective piece for the group to respond to
the discussion itself with the ability to plan improvements for next time. The third
evaluation evaluates specific student performance and targets specific traits. The last
two may be best used after groups have had several successful opportunities to
engage in discussion. The written reflections offer more authentic student evaluation
and reaction of performance. These may be phased out as independent journal
response from discussion becomes the primary individual evaluation for learning.
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Literature Circle Observation Sheet
Date

Student

Book Title

Comments

Student check
list
'Brought materials
'read the book
'listened to group
members
"participated

Adapted from: O'Brien-Palmer, M. (1997). Beyond Book Reports. New York, NY: Scholastic.
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Literature Circle Group Evaluation
Key Elements

Excellent
(3)

Satisfactory
(2)

Each member

Needs
Improvement
(1)

Some were
involved

Few were involved.
One or two did the
talking.

Each member
made eye
contact with the
speaker. No
one distracted
the group.

Some members
paid attention to
the speaker.

Few paid attention
to the speaker.

ON-TASK
BEHAVIOR

Discussion was
on the topic for
the entire time.

There was some
off-topic behavior,
but members got
one another right
back on task.

Much off-task
behavior. Teacher
had to help the
group.

PREPARATION

Each member
was fully
prepared or the
discussion.

Some members
were prepared for
the discussion.

Few members were
prepared for the
discussion.

LEVEL OF
PARTICIPATION

LISTENING

was equally
involved in the
discussion

TITLE OF THE BOOK:

GROUP
SCORE

DATE:

Names of group
members:

Adapted from: Fiderer, A. (1999). 40 checklists and rubrics to assess reading and writing. New York,
NY: Scholastic.
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Names:

Literature Croup Self-Assessment

Adapted from: Santa, C. (2000) A balanced approach to reading within cross-curricular themes.
Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt.

Please note: Content on this page was redacted due to copyright concerns.
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Adapted from: O'Brien-Palmer, M. (1997). Beyond Book Reports. New York, NY: Scholastic.

Please note: Content on this page was redacted due to copyright concerns.
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Voice/Video Recordings
As a teacher, you are obviously not able to be apart of every group during
every meeting. However, technology has made being an observer in every group a
reality. Using a video camera can be used with specific group discussions, to record a
model group, or a continuous application that groups will utilize when beginning their
discussion. This allows the group to work with an understanding that their
performance will be evaluated while giving the teacher to work with another small
group. However, having video cameras for several groups may be unrealistic and
disrnptive to the class.
Another tool that is much more inexpensive and less obtrusive is the voice
recorder. These come in various sizes and styles, from large cassette recorders to
small digital voice recorders. Little set up is involved, and once students have been
trained to operate the recorder, no setup or preparation is needed from the teacher.
Students should be able to move into their groups and record the discussion with little
or no disruption.
Reviewing the discussions can be handled in several ways. The recording
may be listened to by the teacher to identify specific group or individual attributes.
Or the recording may be used in a whole class review of the discussion to identify
aspects of the discussion. If teacher observation is utilized during this point and the
voice recording is a tool that is specifically encouraging on task discussion,
recordings may not merit a preview.
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Projects/Presentations
Student assessment through projects and presentations, or perfonnance
assessments can take a variety of fo1ms. There is no one perfect way to assess each
student's ability to comprehend what was learned from participating in the literature
discussion. Also, the idea behind the completion of reading a book should be
celebrated and a social activity for others to learn from (Daniels, 2002). So, included
below are several examples of possible projects and presentation ideas that may
accompany a completed discussion group.

Sharing Showcase
•

Museum display of artifacts from the book: Each member of the group
brings in or creates an artifact that represents a character, setting, or event in
the book. A brief explanation of the artifact and its significance to the story
should be written.

•

A new cover for the book: Individually or as a group, students create a new
cover for the book. The cover could be based on a particular character, the
conflict, or a particular event in the story.

•

Interview with a character: An interview with a character requires good
insightful questions to be planned. Using higher level thinking questions (see
QAR's in Part II) should guide their question development. The questions
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should offer a personal view of a character, not merely recount an event in
the book.

•

Letter recommending the book for purchase in the library

•

A new character for the book

•

Gravestone and eulogy for a character

•

A board game based on the book

•

Background/research on the setting or period

•

News broadcast

•

Panel Debates

Adapted from : Daniels, H. (2002). Literature circles, voice and choice in book clubs and
readi11g groups. Portland, ME: Stenhouse.
Adapted from: Morris, B. & Perlenfein, D. (2003). Literature circles: The way to go a11d how to get
there. Westminster, CA: Teacher Created Materials, Inc.
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Putting the Pieces Together
The first four parts of this guide highlight elements to assist teachers in
developing an environment for and nurturing successful literature circle discussions
in the classroom. Part one addresses the importance of developing communication
skills with students which begins with a strong discussion foundation.
As discussions strengthen, part two focuses on the teacher as the facilitator of
literature based discussions. These discussions stem from well chosen books which
are presented to students through book talks. As the class begins reading, students
also begin journaling and focusing on authentic responses to the literature. Journal
responses now become a vital tool for students to use when talking about their
reading.
As discussions progress, roles are introduced and modeled (part three).
Students begin applying these roles to class discussions and/or smaller group
discussion while proficiency of the roles are developed. The role sheets are intended
to develop student processing of the literature they are exposed to. Certain roles may
suite some students better than others, however, exposure to the variety of
expectations from each of the role sheets can allow for higher level processing from
different methods.
Planning for literature discussions requires dedicated time in the instrnctional
day. Part four offers a few schedules to see time allotment in a balanced literacy
program. Observing student groups become a factor when several groups are in
discussion at the same time. The use of video or voice recordings is introduced to
allow the teacher to critique small group discussions and to highlight effective
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discussion parts. Students get an opportunity to see and hear themselves and others
in a discussion and evaluate the depth of the discussion, on-task behavior, and general
flow of the discussion. Assessment of the discussions also are critiqued.
As these various elements ofliterature circles are taught and applied, groups
should be able to function more as true, self guiding groups. Discussion and
accountability fall to the responsibility of the student. A rich emphasis should then be
focused on literature journals and the responses that are shared during discussions.
The more authentic the journaling becomes, the less emphasis should be placed then
on the role sheets. Use of a calendar to direct the course of a particular novel used in
a discussion group is another implementation opp01iunity at this point.

Reading Calendars
As heterogeneous groups are ready to meet with various novels, students will
need an opp01iunity to plan their discussions. By this time, students should know the
regular routine of literature discussion time and have a comfortable knowledge of the
flow ofliterature discussions. There are several options that you, the teacher, may
exercise with this element. First, the calendar may be developed with a whole class
collaboration of input and standardized time lines. An appropriate application for this
is during class novel reading with whole class discussions and also with a class novel
in small group discussions. A second option, start and end dates may be identified
with the whole class as well as discussion days. Small groups should then meet and
plan how much should be read before each discussion. Thirdly, with a start date
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provided, literature groups plan discussion days and amounts to read for each
discussion. Each of these options progress more and more into student led
discussion, however the amount of structure to apply with a calendar is classroom
specific. Below are two options for reading calendars:

Literature circle book calendar
Name:
/ Number of pages

Boole
My reading schedule:
Day 1:

Day 2:

Day 3:

Day 4:

Day 5:

Day 6:

Day 7:

Day 8:

Day 9:

Day 10:

Day 11:

Day 12:

Day 13:

Day 14:

Day 15:
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Created by: Morris, B. & Perlenfein, D. (2003). Literature circles: The way LO go and how to get there. Westminster, CA:
Teacher Created Materials, Inc.

Please note: Content on this page was redacted due to copyright concerns.
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Releasing Control
Literature circles, as with math, social studies, etc, requires teaching,
observation, assessment, and re-teaching. As groups begin functioning as small,
independent entities that select various novels, plan their meetings, prepare for, and
discuss what they have read, a teacher can expect these well oiled machines to require
some tune-ups. When groups are meeting, the experience that each of them will draw
from the discussion cannot be planned. However, what can be planned is the style of
the discussion that will bring authentic learning to each student. It is this style that a
teacher can make observations of and address changes in the discussion.
There are several ways that a group may show that they are out of tune. First,
the group is off task. Participant conversation is way off topic, they are pre-occupied,
and noticeably distracted. Second, the conversation is shallow. Their discussion is
surface level, very fact oriented "right there" style questions and answers are used,
the topic remains at lower levels of thinking. Third, the group performs robotically.
Each student is systematically asking and answering questions or reading responses.
Members will share and then abruptly stop and pull out of the conversation. The
group will usually become off task after a few minutes. Fourth, the balance of the
group is shifted. One or two students are taking the responsibility of facilitating the
discussion, addressing ideas, and filling dead air time. Other members participate
minimally and share little or nothing in the discussion. And fifth, the group jumps
from the starting line. Everyone in the group is ready to go in the beginning but
quickly nms out of topics. They will become quiet and slow paced or become off
task.
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Discussion problems may be able to be "tuned up" if teachers are looking
for the right identifiers. To address these problems, there are several questions that
you, the teacher can ask yourself. If"yes" is the answer to one or more of them, the
problem may have been diagnosed.
I. Is the book being used a poor choice?
2. Have students read the assigned reading and completed their notes?
3. Do any students have general reading inhibitions that would affect their
response in a group?
4. Have students been adequately trained to function effectively in a
literature group?
5. Are the discussion role sheets being to closely focused on?
6. Was the group expected to practice a skill on top of the normal discussion
(i.e. make a list of figurative speech the author uses while discussing the
reading)
7. Are you assessing (observing) the group several times during the
discussion?
8. Do any of the students in the group struggle to get along with each other
during the discussion? (Daniels, 2002).
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Themed Novels
The novels and their themed connections were selected based on research
development done by Santa (2000) and balancing reading through cross-curricular
themes. Each theme is designed to give the reader a different exposure to real life
events or situations. The novels that are selected under each theme are recommended
from Santa (2000) within the cross-curricular themes. Book reviews have been taken
from: Kendall/Hunt Publishing Company (2005, April 25). Retrieved April 25, 2005,
http://www.kendallhunt.com/index.cfm?PID=2 l 9&PGI= 136. The reading level
inclusions were adapted from Johnson, L. (2003 ), Language arts reading titles. Port
Orchard, WA: South Kitsap School Dishict.
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Theme1
Personal Feelings and Growth
The Skirt
Author: Gmy Soto I Readi11g Level 3. 7
Miata Ramirez, a fourth-grade, Mexican-American girl, had carelessly left her
folklorico skirt on the school bus on a Friday afternoon. Because she has a reputation
for constantly losing things, Miata avoids telling her parents about her problem, even
though she needs the skirt for a special dance after church on Sunday. She recruits her
best friend, Ana, to help her retrieve the skirt. As Miata has learned to adjust to a new
neighborhood, after moving from Los Angeles to the San Joaquin Valley, she
discovers the depths of Ana's friendship when the two girls attempt to get into the
bus. She also finds that one of the bothersome boys from school can be a friend as
well. When her mother unexpectedly presents her with a beautiful new folklorico
skirt, Miata discovers a deep sentimental attachment to the old skirt, but she solves
her dilemma in a unique manner.

Bridge to Terabithia
Author: Katherine Paterso11 I Reading Level 4.6
Jesse Oliver Aarons comes from a poverty-stricken home. Leslie Burke and
her family move to Lark Creek so her parents can "reassess their value structure."
They felt money and success had become too important. The strikingly different
children form a bond of friendship and build an imaginary kingdom in the woods
called Terabithia. Their imaginations soar until the day everything is abruptly halted
when Leslie falls into the creek and drowns on her way to Terabithia.

The Great Gilly Hopkins
By: Katherine Paterson I Reading Level 4. 6
The Great Gilly Hopkins is a story of rejection and acceptance. Gilly, a foster
child, copes with rejection by lashing out at the world. As she enters her third foster
home, she protects her heart by cloaking herself in anger. She hates everything and
everyone. She finds herself in a dirty, ugly home. She perceives Trotter, her foster
mother, as huge and illiterate and her foster brother, William Ernest, as a "retard." To
make matters worse, she doesn't like the man next door because he is old, blind, and
black. The warmth and acceptance of this family soon begins to melt Gilly's
protective shield. No matter what Gilly does, her family sees goodness. As love
begins to unfold, Gilly learns how to both accept and give love.
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Theme2
Friends and Family
There's a Boy in the Girls' Bathroom
Aztthor: Loztis Sachar I Book Level 3.4
Bradley is an unmotivated fifth-grader and the biggest behavior problem any
teacher could have. His parents don't know what to do with him, and his sister makes
fun of him. Bradley's life seems pretty bleak until Jeff, the new kid in class, sits next
to him. This event marks Bradley's road to change. Around the same time, Bradley's
mother agrees to counseling with the new school counselor, Carla. Carla and Jeff
bring out the true Bradley.

In the Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson
Author: Bette Bae Lord I Reading Level: 4. 6
Mr. Wong has settled in Brooklyn, New York and wants his wife and
daughter to join him from China. The daughter decides to name herself Shirley, after
Shirley Temple, for her new life in America. Though they will be dearly missed by
their extended family, Shirley and her mother make the trip by ship and train to New
York. Duringjust one year in America, Shirley becomes a Dodgers and Jackie
Robinson fan and learns an important lesson about family and country. Throughout
this story, Shirley relies on the family values instilled in her in China and the everpresent guidance of her loving parents.

Summer of the Monkeys
Author: Wilson Rawls I Reading Level 4.8
Twelve-year-old Jay Berry is a farm boy growing up in rural Oklahoma with
his parents and his crippled twin sister, Daisy. He sets his heart on capturing escaped
circus monkeys in the river bottoms near his home. He wants the reward money to
buy the new gun and the pony he has dreamed of owning. With the help of his
grandpa, he tries different methods to trap the monkeys, only to fail due to one large
monkey who outwits him time and time again. Finally, when his persistence pays off,
his grandpa and a magical fairy ring help him discover what is really important.
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Theme3
My World and Others
The Whipping Boy
Author: Sid Fleishchman I Reading Level 3.9
In some royal families in the late Middle Ages or early Renaissance, a person

called a whipping boy would submit to any punishment the royalty earned. In this
story, Prince Brat frequently tries to make his whipping boy, Jemmy, cry. The prince
won't do his lessons, and one night he forces Jemmy to nm away with him. The boys
are taken hostage by two evil characters, Cutwater and Hold Your Nose Billy. They
mistakenly believe Jemmy to be the prince since he is literate. When the real prince
gets a taste of the whipping boy's life, he learns to take responsibility for his own
actions and how to be a true friend.

Julie of the Wolves
Author: Jean Craighead George I Reading Level 5.8
Miyax, a thirteen-year-old Eskimo girl, rebels against an arranged marriage to
Daniel and runs away toward her pen pal who lives in San Francisco. Soon, Miyax
becomes lost in the Alaskan wilderness. She is slowly accepted by a wolf pack and
comes to love the wolves. With their help and by drawing on the memories of what
her father had taught her, she survives. During her struggles, she rethinks her past and
defines for herself the roles and riches of the Eskimo life.

Boy
Author: Roald Dahl I Reading Level 6.0
Boy is the story ofRoald Dahl's own childhood experiences, at least those that
remained fixed in his memory after 60 years ofliving. Dahl's explanation for these
particular events is that they stayed with him because they were funny, painful, or
pleasant enough to remain vivid all of those years. All children will identify with the
good guys, bad guys, and twists of fate that Roald Dahl tells so well. The tales are
organized chronologically in clusters according to three English boarding schools that
Dahl attended.
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Theme4
Social Issues and Culture
Snow Treasure
Author: Marie McSwigan I Reading Level 5.3
At the onset of World War II, the people of Norway, realizing the Nazis
intend to invade their country, have worked out a plan to smuggle the gold that is in
their federal reserve out of the country. Before the Norwegians are able to transport
the gold to the United States, the German army invades. The only way to save their
gold is to have school children use their sleds to sneak the gold past German troops.
This solution leads to an adventurous tale about brave children who put their lives on
the line to save their country during a very dangerous time in history.

·walking the Road to Freedom
Author: Jeri Ferris I Reading Level 5.9
Walking the Road to Freedom is the inspiring story of an uneducated black
woman named Sojourner Trnth. Through determination and faith, she is able to bring
the plight of black people to a nation that has little understanding of the problems
freed slaves faced after the Civil War. The biography emphasizes rights; civil,
individual, states', and women's. Jeri Ferris weaves this theme throughout the book as
Sojourner spreads her message across the countryside. Sojourner Trnth recognizes
that if one right; the right of freedom; is denied a citizen, other rights such as voting
and ownership of property must also be denied.

Dragon wings
Author: Laurence Yep I Reading Level 5.3
An eight-year-old Chinese boy, Moon Shadow, joins the father he has never
known, Windrider, in 1903 in San Francisco. For the next seven years he experiences
tests and fulfillment ofWindrider's dreams, the friendship of his elders at a Chinese
laundry, and the cultural differences of America. He encounters good and bad people,
love and prejudice, rewards and deprivation.
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Themes
Environment
The Missing 'Gator of Gumbo Limbo
Author: Jean Craighead George I Reading Level 4.6
Some would say that she and her mother are homeless, but to sixth grader Lisa
K., her home in a yellow tent in one of the last tropical Edens is a paradise. To escape
an abusive father and husband, they move to the woods to live among woods people
and the protector of the tropical haven, a twelve foot alligator known as Dajun. Lisa
struggles to save Dajun from the gun of an alligator hunter hired by the pest control
department. Lisa begins to understand the fragile balance in nature and in the lives of
the forest people.

Hatchet
Author: Gary Paulsen I Reading Level 5. 7
Hatchet is a novel about thirteen-year-old Brian. While Brian is flying to
Canada to spend the summer with his father, the pilot of the plane dies of a heart
attack. Brian manages to fly the plan until its fuel runs out. He maneuvers the plane to
a crash landing in a lake. This story is about Brian's struggle for survival in the
Canadian wilderness with nothing but a hatchet--a gift from his mother--and his wits.

The Greenhouse Effect
Author: Rebecca L. Johnson I Reading Level 9.3
The Greenhouse Effect: Life on a Warmer Planet explains the greenhouse
effect and the impact it may have on the planet and its inhabitants. The author
describes the most recent research into the causes of the greenhouse problem. She
also presents a detailed account of what scientists predict may happen if this threat to
the environment is not brought under control.
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Theme&
Yesterday
Riding Freedom
Author: Pam Munoz Ryan I Reading Level 4.5
Riding Freedom is an engaging fictional novel based on the true story of
Charlotte Parkhurst. In a time when women were allowed to do little more than keep
house and have babies, she became a top-notch stage coach driver. She was the first
woman to vote in California, and she folfilled her dream of a place of her own. In
order to fulfill her dream, she ran away from an orphanage, pretending to be a boy;
she continued this masquerade until she died. The reader escapes into a world of
horses, stage coaches, and the suspense as to whether Charlotte's secret will be
revealed.

Which Way Freedom?
Author: Joyce Hansen I Reading Level 4.5
Obi, Easter and Jason are luckier than most slaves. They eat the same food as
their masters, wear warm clothing, and are usually treated fairly well. During the
Civil War, their masters sell these slaves and move west. Easter and Obi are able to
escape but they are forced to leave Jason behind. They are very close to freedom
when they are caught and forced to work for the Confederate army. To escape, Obi
and the other slaves weave a boat to sail across the river to freedom. Finally, Obi is
free. He eventually joins the Union army, where he meets Thomas West, a free Black
from New York City.

Number the Stars
Author: Lois Lowry I Reading Level 4.5
Annemarie Johansen lives in Copenhagen, Denmark, during the Nazi
occupation. Her best friend, Ellen Rosen, is Jewish. When the Nazis begin their
campaign to "relocate" the Jews ofDemnark, Annemarie and her family hide Ellen
and help her family escape across the sea to Sweden. Annemarie is called upon to
make a brave trip by herself to deliver a package to her uncle that she knows is
important for the Rosens' escape. The story is based on the actual history of the
Danish Resistance, which saved 6,000 Danish Jews from Nazi concentration camps.
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Theme7
Imagination, Thought, and Humor
Owls in the Family
Author: Farley Mowat I Reading Level 5.0
Wol and Weeps, two owls, are saved from danger and taken in as household
pets by Billy. The owls terrorize the family dog and shake up the entire
neighborhood. Many adventures occur such as Wol bringing dead skunks to the
dinner table and terrorizing the minister, the postman, and the French teacher. Weeps
is a sad little character that never gains enough confidence to learn how to fly and
looks to the family dog for protection.

The Face in the Bessledorf Funeral Parlor
Author: Phyllis Reynolds Naylor I Reading Level 5.4
The Face in the Bessled01fFuneral Parlor is a light-hearted mystery set in the
small town of Middleburg where Bernie's family operates the only hotel in town.
Everyone in town is talking about the new drive-in fi.meral parlor across from the
hotel. When the vice-president of a local company disappears along with the pension
fund, Bernie and his friends set out to solve the mystery. Bernie suspects Moe, Joe
and Woe are hiding something at the fi.meral parlor, or could it be the strange man
living in Room 52? Funny and eccentric characters solve this fast paced mystery.

A Wrinkle in Time
Author: Madeleine L 'Engle I Reading Level 4. 7
Mr. and Mrs. Murry work on a top secret experiment called tessering, or
travel through space and time. Something goes wrong. Mr. Murry vanishes, leaving
his wife and four children. Meg, Charles Wallace and Calvin, with the help of Mrs.
Whatsit, Mrs. Who, and Mrs. Which, begin a trip to find Mr. Murry. They "lesser" to
planets and finally end up on the evil planet, Camozotz. Camozotz is controlled by
IT, an evil pulsating brain who has control over everything. While humans on this
planet appear normal, they have no individuality. Charles Wallace agrees to become
part ofIT so he can learn more about his father. His plan fails and he can't escape
from IT's control. Meg, with the help of some magic glasses, helps her father escape.
She returns empowered with love and frees Charles Wallace from evil.
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Themes

Folklore, Heroes, and Legends
The Defenders
Author: Ann McGovern I Reading Level 5.6
The Defenders tells the exciting and tragic story of three great Indian leaders.
They fought bravely for their people's freedom and their right to live and die on their
own land. The battles took place in Florida swamps, in the Midwest, and on the
western plains at a time when our nation was expanding rapidly. Osceola fought his
battles in a deadly swamp, surviving starvation and malaria. Tecumseh, knowing
every battle might be his last, tried hard to unite all the Indian tribes. Cochise, the
Apache leader, was known to be a great peacekeeper until a broken promise turned
him into a great warrior.

American Tall Tales
Author: Adrian Stoutenburg I Reading Level 3
American folklore is filled with stories and legends of ghosts, men, women,
and heroes. Each wave of immigrants brought its own stories and legends that soon
took on the flavor of the new American frontier. This book is a compilation of this
oral tradition, featuring stories about Paul Bunyon, Pecos Bill, Davy Crockett,
Stonnalong, Mike Fink, Johnny Appleseed, John Henry, and Joe Magarac.

The Greek Gods
Author: Bernard Evslin I Reading Level 7
The book is divided into two major sections, "The Pantheon" and "Nature
Myths." "The Pantheon" chapters are about the major Greek gods and goddesses,
those who reigned from Mt. Olympus. This section contains stories of how they came
into existence, stories explaining their realms and responsibilities, and stories of their
escapades. The "Nature Myths" section provides stories of some of the minor gods
and goddesses who were somehow connected with nature. Most of the stories in the
book also provide ancient Greek explanations of natural phenomena we know and
experience today.
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Chapter Five
Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations

Summary
The purpose of this project was to develop an implementation guide so
intermediate teachers would be able to start literature circle discussions in their
classrooms and progress students into authentic small group conversations without
facilitation. In doing so, meaningful dialog about literature could be explored and
understandings allowed to be developed internalized (Langer, 2003).
Literature discussions are not the "silver bullet" (Spiegal, 1998, p. 114) for
teaching reading. However, in an arena of balanced literacy, integrating the social
context of reading, writing, listening, and speaking through discussion (Yopp & Yopp,
1996) has far reaching benefits. Searching for meaning, questioning the author, and
emotionally connecting with literature becomes the medium for reading. Constant
reflection, journaling, and responding to the literature through written discourse maintain
higher order thinking skills from the text. As discussions commence, hearing new
opinions and connections with the literature and making sense of new information that
others share focus ones' listening skills. Articulation and defending personal reflection
and insight develop speaking ability in advanced ways.
These "meaningful literary experiences allow children to develop an enthusiasm
for reading" (Yopp and Yopp, 1996, p. 3). The one factor that drives this excitement and
opportunity for purposeful reading is the careful balance of the teacher and the
progressive roles that are played.
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Conclusions
Within balanced literacy, literature circles address the inclusion of guided and
independent reading/writing strategies (Daniels, 2002; Routman, 1994; Fountas &
Pinnell, 2001). However, this is only successful when literature discussion is understood
and authentically integrated. The following conclusions are based on a consensus of
research and the belief that role of the teacher has reaching impacts on all aspects of
literature discussion.
1. Book talks built a child's curiosity and aid them in acquiring background

infonnation to springboard from (Cooper, 2000 and Fountas & Pinnell, 2001 ).
2. Giving students opportunities to select books that they are interested in and
allowing them to read in quantity builds fluency and comprehension (Allington,
2002).
3. Frequently cycling discussion groups encourages lower readers to develop new
skills and builds self confidence in them (Barbour, 1990).
4. Although students may be reading the same text, the understandings and personal
meanings interpret differently with each student. Value in text is translated
through these interpretations (Daniels, 2003).
5. Teachers should follow four progressive roles to guide children into student
facilitated literature discussions. The teacher as facilitator, participant, mediator,
and then active listener to encourage authenticity (Short, Kaufman, Kaser, Kahn,
& Crawford, 1999).
6. Discussion roles are an effective springboard to guide students into selfled
discussions that contain meaningful discussion traits. However, their use can
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slow authentic discourse once established discussion traits are in place (Long &
Gove, 2003/2004).
Literature circle discussions are an effective and proven means to excite students
in reading. Students learn when they are motivated and empowered. Leaming also
b©come& richer when th,iss students feel in dmrge of their own discussions. This
achievement is attainted through specific and sequenced planning of the teacher so
literature circles become student centered and student led.

Recommendations
Teachers who have a desire to implement student led literature circles into their
classrooms must be willing to be flexible and adapt to the fluid conditions of a classroom
environment that make up literature discussions. Advanced preparation that begins with
the tone set on the first day of school is also essential in preparing the class for talking in
meaningful discussions. Modeling the expected behaviors that are required of students is
an ideological factor that should be practiced and rehearsed down to the smallest details.
When planning literature discussions, the teacher needs to provide dedicated time
blocks that are best determined by individual schedules as to when that time will be
allotted during the school day. Also, with many schools offering helping teachers and
reading coaches to support classroom instruction, these resources can be a valued asset
when planning discussions and during the implementation of student led groups.
Teachers should also recognize that critical learning occurs at each level of literature
discussion. And, movement toward student led discussion groups is just as meaningful as
movement away from student led discussion groups back to teacher led groups.
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